Abstract: European policy increasingly supports territorially based rural development in which local actors play a decisive role in realising economically, socially and ecologically responsible development. This paper makes use of four case-studies, from a largely depopulated mountainous area in Galicia, Spain, where local people strive to combine the creation of new businesses with the revitalisation of the natural resource base. The paper, in analysing local knowledge infrastructure and its interface with policy, reveals the dominant role of grassroots development initiatives in effecting regional learning and capacity building. Further it is acknowledged that in Galicia progress is brokered in practice by individual stakeholders who manage structural constraints, cross boundaries and construct new cross-cutting, bridging networks. It is also apparent that these niche-actors constitute a largely untapped reservoir of knowledge brokers that could be used much more effectively if more direct cooperation with policymakers and the existing knowledge infrastructure could be achieved.
Introduction
In the European Union, policy schemes focused on primary agricultural production are increasingly accompanied and replaced by rural development schemes that aim at stimulating the rural economy in a wider way. Agenda 2000 aimed at creating an integrated and sustainable rural development policy: price policy and market policy (first pillar of the CAP) were to be combined with rural development (second pillar of the CAP) 5 . In 2005, a single fund for the second pillar of the CAP was established, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). In 2009, measures were introduced on combating climate change, developing renewable energies, water management, the protection of biodiversity, and the promotion of innovation and accompanying measures for the restructuring of the dairy sector. Council Decision 2006/144/EC set out Community strategic guidelines for rural development for the period 20007-2013 6 with specific attention for the quality of life in rural areas and local capacity building (axis 3 and 4 -LEADER). Although policy focus is increasingly aimed at stimulating the revitalization of rural areas its success has been limited so far (see the report of the United Nation's Special Rapporteur Olivier De Schutter). Many national and regional programmes, often administered by agriculture ministry's/departments or their successors, still focus disproportionately on farm structures and competitiveness (Axis 1) and agri-environment (Axis 2), ignoring the need for supporting rural local economies more widely 7 and ignoring the potential present in many rural areas, even those that are generally perceived as disadvantaged or marginal and in threat of abandonment. As we will argue in this paper there is an urgent need to explore the economic development potential of a disadvantaged rural region from a broad perspective, in which agriculture may be one of several players. By analyzing the relations and interfaces between Grassroots Development Initiatives (GDIs), the knowledge infrastructure and (rural and agrarian) policies we aim to gain a deeper understanding of the value of endogenous knowledge of niche-actors who combine in the creation of new businesses based on h the revitalisation of the natural resource base. This analysis of what we see as new and promising rural co-operation is contextualised by the broader challenges of governing sustainable rural development in a globalizing world.
Sustainable development as a socio-ecological process
In the conventional domains of economics and development studies, limited to its interpretation in monetary terms and money flows, sustainable development is often understood within the optic of self-sustained growth. Sustainable rural development, however, is to be assessed in terms of the availability of physical stocks, the quality of end-products, the generation of labour, and the capacity to maintain and/or improve the quality of the natural environment (Daly 1990 , Naredo 1996 . This calls for a fundamental re-orientation of the interrelations between society and economy (Haberl et al. 2009 ). As well as monetary and economic growth, sustainable rural development should therefore include the improvement of ecological capital (van der Ploeg 
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2008, Swagemakers and Wiskerke 2011). Following Rammel et al. (2007:9) , we assess sustainable rural development as an 'open evolutionary process of improving the management of social-ecological systems'. An important element in our definition is the systems' capacity to adapt (Holling 2001 , Stagl 2007 , van der Ploeg 2008 ) and its ability 'to reconcile the impacts of human activity on the environment' (Murphey 2000:2) . Sustainable rural development (in which natural resource management is incorporated) should allow for processes of change that last in the long-term; it is therefore important that they are territorially rooted (Marsden 2003 , Wiskerke 2009 ) and developed in collaboration with local groups (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008) . From this point of departure, nature and society is to be re-connected from a local actor perspective in which agro-ecosystems (Altieri 1995; are perceived as the 'materialized connections' between nature and society (Holloway et al. 2007 , Sevilla Guzman and Martínez Alier 2006). The focus should be on the capacities and projects of niche-actors who construct a world in which natural resources are part of that world, and thus of rural development practices and progress based on 'ecological entrepreneurship' (Marsden and Smith 2004 ). When we conceive rural development as the outcome of knowledge generation in which knowledge is derived from, and maintained by, social interaction (Berger and Luckmann 1966), we allocate an important role to niche-actors in brokering?-economic progress.
In order to make bottom-up initiated innovation successful, complementary top-down measures are required as well (Morgan 1997 , Wiskerke 2007 . In order to sustain rural development and economic growth, institutional environments are to be developed that encourage private and social learning by individual workers, firms and government bodies (Wellbrock and Roep, 2012) . In an environment that is conductive to development it is not only individuals that should learnsocial learning is also particularly relevant: 'the learning that takes place when divergentoftentimes conflicting-interests, norms, values and constructions of reality meet' (Eernstman and Wals 2007:388) .
Interface analysis of regional learning
In this paper we study regional learning as a social interface: 'a critical point of intersection between different lifeworlds, social fields or levels of social organization, where social discontinuities based upon discrepancies in values, interests, knowledge and power, are most likely to be located' (Long 2001:243) . These can take shape in a formalized organisational entity, but often have an informal, often veiled 'appearance' (Long 1999) . We develop an actororiented approach (Long 2001 ) in which actors appear not only as knowledge users but in particular as the producers and disseminators of knowledge and, hence, (potential) knowledge brokers. From our viewpoint, GDIs represent promising practices that may offer 'protected spaces' or 'niches' in which ideas and new behavioural patterns or social configurations can develop (Kemp et al. 1998 , Hoogma 2000 . In those niches a wide range of actors can learn about limitations and requirements of innovative practices and connect them with existing knowledge and behaviour (Hoogma et al. 2002) . The network members learn individually but through their interaction in and outside the group they also contribute to collective learning at a higher, social level and result in successful mainstreaming of niche-innovations (Geels and Schot 2007).
In regional learning, endogenous knowledge has a central position. The practices and progress of the niche-actors may conflict with practices and interests of others. Support by formal knowledge infrastructures and rural policy programmes may, however, facilitate their recognition and effectiveness as knowledge brokers by others, and enable the integration of formal and informal knowledge domains.
In the case-studies below we analyse the interfaces of regional learning in order to better understand the role that GDIs play as knowledge brokers in the transition towards sustainable development, especially in so-called disadvantaged regions. Section 2 outlines the physical and institutional context of the case-study locations and explains the methodologies employed. In section 3 we report on the case-study results; we describe how GDIs success or failure in promoting local development varied according to their interaction with formal knowledge structures and incorporation in policy schemes. Finally, in section 4, we draw conclusions on 20/88 how these GDIs as niche-actors could contribute more successfully to the further sustainment of rural development in a globalizing world.
Context and methodology
The case study area Since the 1960s, when the population was at its highest (43,285 inhabitants), many rural citizens migrated to places such as France, Germany and Switzerland. In the last decade, citizens migrated more to the provincial capital, Ourense, resulting in a decrease of over 30% in the population This demographic decline has been accompanied by a birth rate of 5.2‰, a death rate of 15.1‰, with the average number of children per woman of 0.9 in 2009, resulting in an aging population: more than 30% of current population is over 64 years (IGE 2010, INE various yearsa; INE various yearsb). Scattered over the many villages in the area, the provision of public services to these elderly people is hampered, while in the local town, the Galician average of 50.7 is approached, activity rates (active population/>16 year old population) in the Comarca, represent a static labour market. Influenced by the urban effect of Verín with its strongly developed service sector, the overall activity rate in the Comarca is just over 43. Unemployment rates are twice that of the Spanish average (IGE 2010) and if the municipality of Verín is left out of the equation, 22.9% of the population in the Comarca is employed in agricultural activities.
The Comarca de Verín has a rich and beautiful natural landscape formed by valleys and mountains. Its sierra is covered to a large extent by the Monte, traditionally a multifunctional mountainous zone covered by trees, bushes and scrub (Soto 2006 , Dominguez 2007 . Often communally owned and/or managed, over the past decades the Monte increasingly has been abandoned by rural citizens in terms of farm activities. By incorporating the Monte again in daily farm activities, the agronomic productivity and environmental efficiency of agricultural activities can be improved (Simón 1995, Soto 2006 , Swagemakers et al. 2012 ). Characterized by a small-scaled mountain landscape with its rivers and small streams, scattered fields and remote villages, the area is an important reservoir of vineyards, oaks and chestnut trees. Among the traditional activities of inhabitants of the small settlements is the gathering of chestnuts and mushrooms. Further, along with the many vineyards and wine cellars around the municipality of Verín, the re-introduction of autochthonous plant varieties and animal breeds, the biodiversity and landscape diversity increase and the risk of the spread of fires diminishes. In semi-structured interviews that lasted about two hours and were recorded using an mp3 IC recorder device, we gathered specific information of which transcripts were made. In some interviews different people joined, increasing the interaction and exchange of opinions about rural development dynamics in the region. In the interviews we (1) obtained general information on the initiative; (2) evaluated support of public administration; (3) evaluated support and facilitation of activities from others (the knowledge infrastructure); (4) obtained prospects of the initiators on how their initiative could develop in the near future. Furthermore, interviewees provided additional information by phone and/or email when we progressed our field research and needed more on the details of the past and/or ongoing network activities.
Ecological entrepreneurship and social organisation in the Comarca de Verín
The Comarca de Verín is characterized by the lack of appropriate management of the Monte. On the one side, the Monte remains often abandoned and without use, on the other, the social mechanisms that possibly could lead to utilization of the Monte are underdeveloped. Therefore the capacities and projects of niche-actors that express characteristics of ecological entrepreneurship and the socio-ecological systems that reduce these limitations are important to explore. Consequently we analyze how the GDIs relevant technical and social innovations are produced and explore the possible integration of functions and hence performance potential of the distinctive and distinguishable socio-ecological constellation of the Comarca de Verín.
Biocoop
Over the last 20 years, Jose Luis Vaz experimented with cooperative structures in the research area. In 1998, Jose Luis Vaz converted his conventional dairy farm into an organic beef cattle farm and started Biocoop with the aim of incorporating as many farmers as possible into producing 'more naturally' produced meat (Box 1, Quote 1.1). That same year, Jose Luis started 'his' cooperative together with 11 other farmers. Having convinced more farmers to join and to obtain organic production certificates, Biocoop expanded. Currently, it has around 70 members of which all benefit from the different services the cooperative offers and of which 30 farmers have the right to participate in the decision making processes and the right to vote.
After the foundation of the cooperative, the first challenge was to get conventional farmers involved, the second was to get the meat produced by the (potential) members sold in short food supply chains (Box 1, Quote 1.2). Once successful, this helped convince farmers to join his initiative leading to the present situation whereby Biocoop delivers meat within 48 hours directly to consumers and supermarkets and to specialized butchers, all over Spain. The commercial activities are divided into two systems: in the first, meat is sold as 'client portion in Darfresh system' that includes direct sales of vacuum packed 'fresh' meat to individuals, organic shops, big supermarkets and consumer associations; the second is where meat is sold to butchers and restaurant owners who appreciate the quality of meat derived from autochthonous breeds. In addition the cooperative also offers a wide range of services and products to its members. It provides organic fodder, management advice on organic production methods and requirements, preventive and curative medication and anti-parasite medication, solar and electric fences, seeds and transport of animals to the slaughter house. Furthermore, the technicians of the cooperative provide administrative support for applying for agro-environmental subsidies and fulfilling the Galician organic council regulation (CRAEGA). There is no similar supporting structure in the Comarca de Verín nor in the province of Ourense Further in this case as a niche-actor, Jose Luis had to search for institutional support for organic farming through funding, certification and training as the knowledge on converting a conventional dairy farm into an organic beef farm and the possibilities of selling organic meat required an orientation outside the regular environment of the farmers. Because of this development however, Biocoop now also functions as a 'knowledge broker' in organic farming.
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Along with the objective of selling 'naturally produced' meat goes the recovery of endogenous endangered breeds. These adapt best to endogenous environmental conditions and deliver an excellent meat quality on the relatively 'poor' diet they obtain by grazing in the pastures situated higher in the mountains. The adaptation to the natural resource base (Monte) combined with the reduction of the input of concentrates to fatten the calves make autochthonous breeds attractive. The recovery program consists of five breeds: Cachena, Limiá, Caldelá, Frieiresa and Vianesa. The population of these breeds diminished drastically in the last 60 years, and some of them had to be reintroduced in specific technical centres that specialised in breed recovery, and/or taken from other countries such as Portugal. Despite the attractiveness of these breeds in terms of cost reduction and value added if sold in niche markets (restaurant owners appreciate the meat of the Cachena), many coop-farmers continue breeding the Galician rubia, whose larger size (40-50 kilogram heavier than for example the Cachena) once slaughtered, delivers more kilograms of meat compared to the smaller autochthonous breeds. This trade off seems to remain even though these latter breeds are better able to adapt to the mountainous conditions and suffer less from diseases.
In alternative food chains, the quality meat is sold for a price that compensates the 'losses' in production quantity of meat per animal. Subsidies, as they are provided to support conventional farming, are however needed (Box 1, Quote 1.3) to increase the production volume of organic meat and create a supply that can be sold in conventional markets. In 2010, every autochthonous calf slaughtered was compensated by 200 euro of subsidy provided by the Xunta de Galicia (the Galician regional government). An eventual disappearance of the subsidy in 2011 (currently under discussion), jeopardises the evolution of this initiative. While the use of autochthonous breeds fits the organic mode of production, in which the Monte is increasingly used as (part of) the natural resource base, without these subsidies many farmers will choose the more productive breeds; whilst the enthusiasm among beef cattle farmers for using conventional breeds will be strengthened by subsidies. Besides hampering the incorporation of the often abandoned Monte in the productive system, autochthonous breeds, as part of that local resource base, might disappear again, with obvious consequences for landscape and nature (Box 1, Quote 1.4).
As well as the financial aspects of the incorporation of autochthonous breeds into the productive systems, institutional support is important for improving knowledge of organic production methods. As this type of knowledge is lacking at Galician public institutions, Jose Luis and his fellow farmers had to look for their 'own solutions and support' within private, informal networks. 
Box 1. Jose Luis Vaz
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As the formal knowledge infrastructure, and consequently the technicians providing knowledge to farmers, is oriented toward conventional farming methods, knowledge on organic production was obtained abroad. Consequently, the provision of technical advice to farmers became a task for Biocoop itself. In this way Biocoop has been actively organizing and participating in fairs, symposiums, courses and in collaborations with Vigo University and the University of Santiago de Compostela where knowledge exchange, organising visits for students and participating in conferences have been core elements. Consequently rather than receiving information from the knowledge infrastructure, Biocoop supplies advice and training (Box 1, Quote 1.5) subsequently evolving from a GDI into a mediator in organic production methods. Jose Luis for his part, as illustrated in his involvement in the Galician Association of Cooperatives (AGACA) (Box 1, Quote 1.6) plays a key role as a knowledge broker.
A Xuntoira
Since the early 1980s, Isaac Barreira has run a wood factory in Berrande (Vilardevós), a village high in the mountains on the border with Portugal. By inviting the villagers to join his initiative, Isaac developed his family enterprise into the cooperative A Xuntoira. Nowadays, with 60 workers and an increased factory floor space from 160m² to 7000m², the factory produces general carpentry, wooden houses and particularly wooden kitchen doors that are sold all over Europe. Specialisation has increased economic profit and has made A Xuntoira one of the most successful enterprises in the Comarca and a driving force for economic development in the village.
To start the wood factory and develop the initiative, A Xuntoira received institutional support: subsidies for infrastructure, machinery, technology and training. The first support came from LEADER programmes, followed by other European funds that subsidized up-to-the-minute technology. Despite that financial support, Isaac highlighted the lack of economic infrastructure: due to a lack of land mobilisation the Monte as productive area is difficult to access (Box 2, Quote 2.1). Worryingly instead of being produced nearby the factory, the raw materials (woods) are imported from France, Scandinavian countries, Russia, USA and Canada. Issac sees this as a major pitfall (Box 2, Quote 2.2) and a great loss in potential growth for the rural economy (Box 2, Quote 2.3): planting trees, cutting them and using the wood in the factory would give a multiplier effect to the regional economy. In 2010, land consolidation in three nearby parishes was finally approved albeit first the trees have to be planted and grow and as such it will take a long time before this will result in economic benefits directly coming to the villagers.
The slow speed of policy-making and implementation limits successful regional development. Although the cooperative has initiated land consolidation, it has not yet profited from this initiative. Isaac is concerned about the abandonment of the productive part of the Monte, which is mostly under common property. In this respect there is needed an appropriate land consolidation policy or a good land planning strategy that will enable the use of abandoned land for wood production. As any good rural development plan is integrated across and between domains, according to Isaac, the lack of jobs and social services make it difficult to keep he village populated (Box 2, Quote 2.4) which in turn makes it difficult to find 'trained' people. In completeing the cycle where there are trained people, due to eth lack of services, these often leave the area.
Further, an argument raised by Issac was that funds as well as activities that are funded remain poorly managed. In Isaac's opinion, instead of investing in activities that might not last, European funds should be oriented towards entrepreneurial activities that create a strong economic sector. At the moment, people who receive funds lack entrepreneurial training and vision, even though training facilities are available. Portas Abertas for example, the nongovernmental mediating organisation, provides ideas and technical support related to rural development and has been successful in implementing the first LEADER program, yet currently remains without funds.
A Xuntoira has been created by a niche-actor, Isaac, the director of the cooperative since the beginning, who acts as a knowledge broker. Over the years, his initiative has flourished thanks to personal effort and, in the beginning, support of the European Union and associated local mediators. Isaac observes how differences in interests and local struggles put the once important mediators aside. The relevance and need for a knowledge infrastructure and policies supporting sustainable rural development, like institutes that develop policy on the mobilisation of land (productive grasslands, forests as well as Monte) is recognized, but evolves slowly. Rural development programmes support entrepreneurship and development of rural business but hardly consider long-term consequences of the activities they promote.
Quinta da Muradella
By the end of the 1980s, Jose Luis Mateo decided to become a wine producer. Convinced of the potential of the Comarca, he started his small wine cellar Quinta da Muradella in 1991. His goal was to produce not only distinctive wines by recovering and using local varieties but also to have a significant socio-economic and environmental relevance. The study of the history of wine production in the Comarca would contribute to the recovery of the endangered local varieties and endogenous knowledge on the maintenance of old vineyards and the production of grapes. By carrying out field research (Box 3, Quote 3.1) and following training as a winemaker, over the years he increased the quality of his wines. Nowadays, his best internationally recognized wines result from the recovery of old ancient vine stocks. Whilst recovering many of the old vineyards, which he elaborates with traditional techniques based on endogenous knowledge (Box 3, Quote 3.2) of elderly villagers, he developed into a remarkable wine producer: the vineyards in which he grows the grapes from which he produces his most exclusive wines are located in otherwise abandoned parts of the Monte. Quinta da Muradella is located in the municipality of Verín and, depending on the burden of (seasonal) work, has a range between one and five workers. 
Box 3. Jose Luis Mateo
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As villagers were ageing and no longer able to maintain their vineyards, these were close to destruction. Jose Luis recovered them and learned from the villagers how to improve their productivity. Besides the knowledge provided by the villagers, Jose Luis received support and information from local, national and European public organisations and funding bodies: from the Oficinas Agrarias Comarcales (OAC, the Agrarian Extensive Services), the European Fund for Regional Development (ERDF), LEADER II and INTERREG programs. He followed a master course organised by private wine cellars outside Galicia on wine elaboration and attended courses at the University of Vigo. While in the Comarca, the Protected Origin Designation (POD) of Monterrei (after the castle in the Comarca) plays an important role in re-structuring the sector, its activity did not benefit this initiative. In fact Jose Luis thinks the implemented regulations miss and possibly even are counterproductive to the opportunities he sees for the production and marketing of distinctive and good wines in the Comarca (Box 3, Quote 3.3).
Although Jose Luis and the wine production of Quinta da Muradella embodies a great potential for regional learning and capacity building, the philosophy and entrepreneurial strategy that have brought this success has not been followed up. Jose Luis remains a niche-actor; and despite his successful business strategy and the sustainment of the natural resource base, within the current institutional setting his role as knowledge broker is limited.
O Souto
In the early 1980s, the idea to start a chestnut tree association was born (Box 4 Quote 4.1) but it would take another 20 years until Jose Luis Pérez initiated O Souto, a civil association in Vilardevós where he was Mayor. Together with Paco, a technician working for the municipality, he tried to organize chestnut tree owners into this formal association (Box 4, Quote 4.2). Their aims were to improve the 'profit' of chestnut gathering (a local traditional activity) for the villagers, to improve and increase Soutos (Galician for chestnut tree fields) and to create a population of trees and varieties in the municipality.
In the Comarca, like in other parts of Galicia, a tree is individually owned and can be located in a field that belongs to someone else. Hence, organizing participation is difficult. In 2010, around 60% of the owners and around 40,000 trees from a total of 100,000 were members. Further growth of the initiative was constrained by a lack of a cooperative mentality. Besides having to pay a contribution, people often were against changes that could possibly affect their properties: as the proposal for land consolidation was related to the initiators of O Souto, many people distrusted the objectives of the association.
Although membership is open to villagers in other municipalities, these groups were even harder to convince and an attempt to create a macro-association together with municipalities in the neighbouring Comarca de Viana failed because of political pressure and local power clashes.
Since 2001, the association has called for land consolidation in the area. In 2007 a plan for land consolidation in eight villages (three parishes) was approved. As it took almost seven years to get the proposal accepted, it will take years again to implement and benefit from it. Recently, the Geographical Protected Designation of the Galician chestnut has been approved. Although all these years institutional support remained limited (Box4, Quote 4.3), local public support has been guaranteed: the costs of announcements, the provision of meeting rooms and looking for funds for the administrative part of the association were taken care of and/or coordinated by Jose Luis in his role as Mayor.
Chestnut trees have an important economic impact on livelihoods in the area: in some cases, gathering and selling of chestnuts provide over half of the yearly monetary income in a period of a few months. This is of huge importance for the success of the association brokered by the niche-actors allied to the initiators pointing also to the fact that chestnut plantations generate and improve the biodiversity, conserve the landscape structure, avoid fires and result in CO2 sequestration.
Performance potentials and the constitution of a new rural constellation
The GDIs embody endogenous knowledge on natural resource management and social organisation and 'materialize' the capacity of niche-actors to build something new, based on local natural resources. By putting formerly abandoned natural resources to new use, they revitalised locally present traditional resources -the material natural resources (soil, trees, breeds, etc. -ecological capital) and also traditional knowledge and experience (human capital) and with it the relevant social relations (the social capital). By embedding these initiatives in a network of internal and external relations, they managed to realize technical and social innovations and foster long-term sustainable rural development. Since European funding schemes became politicized, these socio-ecological elements of a new rural constellation remain rather isolated, each active in and for their own network. The further development and mainstreaming of the initiatives is hampered by a lack of sufficient formal support, leaving it up to individual actors to realise successful initiatives 'from the grassroots'. Combining the initiatives in a rural development plan would, at least on paper, induce rural economic growth and, as all the initiatives make use of the local natural resources in a sustainable way, economic growth could be realised without losing or diminishing the natural resource base.
The chestnut production in the region (recently the destination of origin is approved), picked by the villagers and transported to a central point, either by the producers or locals gathering the chestnuts among the villagers in the region, is to a large extent sold outside the region. From here they are sold all over Galicia (fresh consumption) and to France (industrial processing). Planting (chestnut) trees in otherwise abandoned mountainous areas (improving the natural resource base) would benefit both the land owners (gaining profit) and the wood factory (gaining access to the potentials of the local natural resource base while reducing costs). The creation of an association of tree owners combined with the wood being processed inside and the manufactured products being sold outside the region would benefit all and would very likely improve the regional economy. This would increase by the introduction of beef cattle (or like in other areas: goats) that is adapted to the poorer fields higher up in the mountains and the recovery and reconstruction of vineyards in the area. Both meat and wine can be locally processed and again be sold outside the area.
Although seeds of transition are being developed and sustained in niche-markets by nicheactors, in order to broaden the scope of local economic activities different forms of support and facilitation to set up new projects and activities are required. The incorporating of others in the dynamics we have mapped would further enlarge the scale and with that the impact of this type of activities. In the Comarca de Verín, the public administration supports the start of new initiatives by providing advice and information on funding schemes and facilitates the application to these schemes and the financing of new initiatives. Although the niche-actors do not defend a permanent flow of financial support, they perceive the current way of public administration of understanding development processes as insufficient and counterproductive. The public administration communicate their requirements to give out subsidies in a clear and efficient way but lack a constructive normative frame on what type of rural development should be achieved in the area. There is still an important disconnect between the appropriate application of policy schemes, the knowledge infrastructure and endogenous rural development potentials and 28/88 opportunities. In our opinion, a new organizational structure with more cooperative management, should reflect and further develop the institutions, and ensure the 'collective and objective patterns of acting, thinking and feeling, which exert a stimulating and controlling influence on individual and subjective actions, thoughts and feelings' (Zijderveld 2000:32) , and ultimately that which can coordinate social action in the research area and 'mediate' the application of external rules and the necessary changes in these rules and regulations through which individuals 'achieve their own long-term self-interest' (Ostrom 2000:137) .
Conclusions
Case study research in a remote rural area in Galicia, Spain, provided a context for analyzing how interfaces between rural development initiatives, knowledge infrastructure and policies do, and can effect regional learning and capacity building. Regarding the 'greening' of the rural economy, we conclude that in Galicia progress is brokered in practice by individual stakeholders who manage structural constraints, cross boundaries and construct new boundary crossing networks. These niche-actors constitute a largely untapped reservoir of knowledge brokers that could act in network activities that respond to future policy calls on sustainable rural development: combining economic growth of the rural economy with the preservation and improvement of (scarce) natural resources.
As we learn from our case study research, niche-actors such as the GDIs explored here, successfully contribute to sustainable rural development by creating linkages with the 'outside world', accessing local knowledge and by acting as knowledge brokers. The potential impact of their contribution to sustainable development in the Comarca de Verín however remains limited, due to the lack of alliances with and support of the formal knowledge infrastructure. As long as the identified local niche-actors act on their own as singular knowledge brokers and are not embedded in a learning network in which the formal knowledge infrastructure also participate, their potential remain underused. Examining the role of individual private actors as knowledge users as well as producers and disseminators of knowledge, we conclude that informal regional learning should be supported by an adequate policy framework. However, as institutional support depends on politics, local figures holding power limit the capacity of others to act. Patron-client relationships further hamper the unfolding of the relevant actor-networks and hamper access to required markets. Hence, ecological entrepreneurship and the further 'greening' of rural economic growth remain limited as well.
The initiators of the GDIs have a clear and similar objective: making a living out of agricultural activities that respect and improve the scarce and often abandoned natural resources in the case study area. Rural-urban relationships created by the initiators sustain their businesses; but as intervention of EU policies is not adequately implemented by local power-holders, GDIs are not recognised as relevant partners and not included in formal development alliances. Consequently GDIs remain isolated and confined to their particular local niche, each with its own relations to the outside world, but without weaving a web of mutual collaboration and social learning. As a result endogenous knowledge of, and engagement in, sustainable rural development remain largely underemployed.
